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Chinese Environmental Attitudes and Climate Change: 
Survey Findings on Precursors of China's Domestic and 
International Policies on Global Warming* 
Abstract 
Paul G. Harris 
Department of Politics & Sociology 
Lingnan University 
Attitudes toward the environment in China are ambiguous at best 
and anti-enνironment at worst. These attitudes are indicators 01 how 
the Chinese νiew the natural environment and how they are likely to 
behave toward it and respond to 電fforts to protect it-whether th句y
will practice "green" development and preservation 01 nature, or 
insteαd contribute to practices thαt are turning China 甘 αir， land and 
water brown (or even black) with pollution. These attitudes are also 
importαnt precursors to individual Chinese behaviours and the 
policies and actions 01 the Chinese govemment to combat global 
warming and climate change. As such， αttitudes toward all manner 
01 environmental issues are connected to the issue 01 climate change. 
Gathering, synthesizing and comparing findings on Chinese 
enνironmental attitudes and related behανiours can help us assess 
them and ascertain how they influence environmental protection (or 
• This draft report was written with the assistance of Hongyuan Yu, Research 
Associate in the Project on Environmental Change and Foreign Policy at Lingnan 
University, and benefited from research and translation work by Sarah Ho. The author 
gratefully acknowledges the fmancial support ofthe Minor Foundation, Oslo. Readers 
缸e kindly asked to share comments on this frrst draft with the author 
(pharris@LN.edu垃).
harm) and energy use in China. Different people in different parts of 
China haνe different environmental αttitudes. Environmental 
awαreness and attitudes are associated with indiνiduals' educαtional 
level, socio-economic status, living environment and exposure to 
mass media. By understanding the Chinese view of the environment 
αnd the degree to which the Chinese prioritize it (or niJ t) relative to 
other important issues, we can perhaps enhance our capαcity to stαrt 
shifting αttitudes， values and behaviours towαrd those that might at 
least do somewhat less harm to the environment of the Chinese and 
the world. Wìth this in mind, this essay seeks to summαrize some 
findings on environmental αwαreness， αttitudes and behaviours, 
while also making some observations regarding their implications. 
Information is drawn 戶om Chinese survey data, secondary sources 
(e.g. , Chinese print media and scholarly reports)， αnd anαlyses in 
tertiary literature (including some non-Chinese sources). The list of 
materials translated from the original Chinese is unique. 
By most accounts, the global environment is changing at an alarming 
pace, usually toward more destruction of natural habitats, often 
extreme exploitation of living and non-living natural resources, 
overuse of water and its widespread pollution, massive discharges of 
indus仕ial and agricultural effluents, desertification, and vastly 
increasing local, regional and global air pollution - to name but 
some of the environmental problems that grow worse each year. 1 
Arguably the most important environmental problems facing 
humankind and the natural world in the long term - what Stephen 
Gardiner calls the "single greatest threat to the human race ,,2 - is 
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global wanning and the climatic and other changes resulting 企om
it.3 The economically developed countries have been the sources of 
most of the world's pollution and historical emissions of greenhouse 
gases (GHGs) causing global warming, and they continue to produce 
them in much higher per capita amounts than do people in the 
developing world. V\月th only 15 percent of the world's population, 
the world's rich countries produce 50 percent of anthropogenic 
emissions of carbon dioxide (C02), the chief GHG, which comes 
企om the burning of fossil fuels for energy.4 However, as 
industrialization and modernization spread beyond the global North 
to the global South, pollution and energy use have increased. 
Developing countries have become major sources of GHGs 一 the
other 50 percent of global C02 emissions. 
It is an understatement to say that China is one of the developing 
countries experiencing rapid industrialization and modemization. Its 
economic activity and associated demand for energy are increasing 
much faster than in most countries. 5 Alongside its economic 
expansion, China is experiencing its own environmental problems. 
Environmental pollution and degradation have become one of 
China's most important future challenges, costing the coun甘y the 
equivalent of 8-12 percent of its GNP, 6 by one estimate an 
astonishing US$34 billion each year.7 What is more, as Elizabeth 
Economy points out, "pollution and resources scarcity have become 
major sources of social unrest, massive migration, and public health 
problems throughout the country." 8 Because environmental 
protection and ecologically sustainable development are increasingly 
tied to economic growth, the environment has become a vital 
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Chinese national interest, affecting its national security, its 
international image, and of fundamental interest to a huge population 
seeking better living standards.9 China's environmental damage is 
not restricted to its borders. For example, it is now the second largest 
global emitter of GHGs after the United States. In coming decades it 
is expected to become the chief source of these global atmospheric 
pollutants. 1o In short, although the developed coun甘ies are still the 
primary problem, efforts to address global environmental problems, 
notably climate change, increasingly depend on the willingness and 
ability of the Chinese to limit their emissions of GHGs. In other 
words, anyone interested in protecting the global environment - and 
humankind 一企om widespread pollution must be concerned about 
what happens in China. 
Attitudes toward the environment in China are ambiguous at best 
and anti-environment at worst. 11 These attitudes are indicators of 
how the Chinese view the natural environment and how they are 
likely to behave toward it and respond to efforts to protect 
it-whether they will practice "green" development and preservation 
of nature, or instead con仕ibute to practices that are turning China's 
air, land and water brown (or even black12) with pollution. These 
attitudes are also important precursors to individual Chinese 
behaviours and the policies and actions of the Chinese government 
to combat global warming and climate change. As such, attitudes 
toward all manner of environmental issues are connected to the issue 
of climate change. Gathering, synthesizing and comparing findings 
on Chinese environmental attitudes and related behaviours can help 
us assess them and ascertain how they intluence environmental 
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protection (or hann) and energy use in China. Different people in 
different parts of China have different environmental attitudes. 
Environmental awareness and attitudes are associated with 
individuals' educational level, socio-economic status, living 
environment and exposure to mass media. By understanding the 
Chinese view of the environment and the degree to which the 
Chinese prioritize it (or not) relative to other important issues, we 
can perhaps enhance our capacity to start shifting their attitudes, 
values and behaviours toward those that might at least do somewhat 
less hann to the environment of the Chinese and the world. With this 
in mind, this essay seeks to summarize some findings on 
environmental awareness, attitudes and behaviours, while also 
making some observations regarding their implications. Infonnation 
is drawn 企om Chinese survey data, secondary sources (e.g., Chinese 
print media and scholarly reports), and analyses in tertiary literature 
(including some non-Chinese sources). 
Environmental Attitudes and Perceptions of Mainland Chinese 
What are the perceptions, awareness and views of Chinese people 
toward environment issues? 而That environmental issues do Chinese 
people care about? 而That are Chinese people's attitudes toward the 
environment relative to other important issues, notably economic 
development, and how willing are they to participate in 
environmental protection by, for example, reducing consumption of 
energy that creates GHGs? 
Environmental Knowledge 
Environmental knowledge can be defined as a general knowledge of 
facts , concepts, and relationships conceming the natural environment 
and its major ecosystems. 13 Environmental knowledge influences 
environmental behaviour. Xiaolin Xi, Lihong Fan and Xueming 
Deng argue that peoples' perceptions of environmental problems 
derive from their objective knowledge and perceptions of 
environmental realities, which are the "knowing" part of 
environmental awareness. This involves perception of environmental 
protection efforts, "scientific knowledge of environmental 
protection" and perceptions of "general environmental conditions 
and specific environmental problems." 14 Generally speaking, the 
Chinese are convinced to varying degrees of the seriousness of 
environmental pollution. However, survey findings and tertiary 
literature suggest that they usually have very limited environmental 
knowledge. Xi, Fan and Deng argue that "except for a small number 
of environment experts and environmental protection govemment 
officials, most people obtain environmental knowledge mainly 企om
personal experiences and mass media. [They] lack systematic 
environmental scientific knowledge.. .." 15 People's limited 
environmental knowledge and self-assessments thereof are revealed 
in surveys. A 1995 environmental knowledge survey revealed that 
most Chinese people at that time lacked knowledge about 
environmental protection issues. 16 China's State Environmental 
Protection Administration (SEP A) conducted a survey in 1996 
showing that China's people did not care much about not knowing 
more about environmental protection issues. 17 This itself would at 
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least suggest a low level of environmental knowledge. In a 2000 
survey, about 80 percent of those polled could not pass a test on 
environmental protection knowledge. 18 In a 2002 survey, where a 
full mark for an environmental knowledge test was 13 points, urban 
residents' average marks were 4.5 points, with villagers achieving 
2.4 points. 19 
Surveys performed in different regions of China reveal that 
Chinese people lack sophisticated knowledge of the environment, 
although knowledge among younger city dwellers is better. A poll 
conducted in Yunnan province found that nearly half of those 
questioned (45.8 percent) linked environmental protection only with 
sanitation, with only 11 .4 percent of respondents making the 
connection between environmental protection and nature.20 1n Lian 
Yun Gang City, 68 percent of survey respondents understood that 
the goal of environmental protection was to create a harmonious 
relationship between people and the natural world. 21 However, in 
Panyu City of Guangdong province, the average score of 
respondents for environmental knowledge is 4.02 out of a possible 
13?2 The overall score of Guangdong's city residents was 4.94 and 
that of villagers was 3.78.23 Residents of Panyu were found to lack 
most basic knowledge required to protect the environment, with 
most respondents to a survey (88 percent) not knowing that 
disposable utensils would create environmental pollution. 24 In 
Henan province, environmental knowledge among both city 
residents and villagers has also been found to be rather low.25 The 
environmental knowledge of Chinese farmers is particularly weak. 
Most of them (about 80 percent) do not understand the causes of 
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environmenta1 degradation in their villages戶 About 84 percent of 
Chinese fanners studied in one case were a1so found not to 
understand that agricu1tura1 chemicals (fertilizers) contribute to 
environmental pollution.27 Chinese farm villagers and city residents 
mostly seemed unfami1iar with terms like biodiversity and soil 
pollution.28 A 1996 survey found that 38.2 percent ofvil1agers know 
"nothing" about biodiversity.29 Villages know little about ecology, 
although some surveys have shown that they are quite clear about 
harm done by agricultura1 fertilizers (at 1east in Hàngzhou).30 This 
1imited environmental awareness is not surprising because in 
Chinese villages there is very little environmental education. 
Environmental Awareness and Concern 
How do Chinese peop1e view the environment? One survey shows 
that the level of Chinese environmental awareness is 10w, with city 
residents' va1uation of the environment being much higher than that 
ofvillagers.31 However, Koon-Kwai Wong argues that deteriorating 
environmental conditions have led increasing numbers of Chinese to 
become aware of environmental problems around them.32 Surveys 
indicate that the most Chinese are aware of environmenta1 protection, 
are concemed about it and recognize its importance.33 For example, 
a 1996 pan-China survey by Peking University determined that 29 
percent of Chinese citizens thought that environmental pollution was 
extremely serious/4 and a 1998 survey by SEP A and the Minis甘yof
Education found that nearly 57 percent of respondents in 31 
provinces believed that China's environmental situation was very 
serious. 35 Elizabeth Economy reports 也at a 2000 survey found 
"environmental degradation and protection" to be urban Chinese 
people's "number one concem," outs甘lppmg prevlOus top concems 
like economic growth, social stability, crime and unemployment.36 
A 2002 survey by the Social Survey Institution of China's 
System-Reform Committee found that 62.5 percent of Chinese 
people were of the opinion that environmental protection was 
extremely important.37 In a survey by the China Teenager Research 
Centre and the China Teenager Development Fund, 81 percent of 
respondents held the same opinion. 38 Though we cannot make 
perfect comparisons across these and similar surveys due to varying 
survey methods, there is a clear 仕end toward more and more 
Chinese placing emphasis on the issue of environmental protection. 
Surveys 企om different locations reflect the same consensus in 
Chinese thinking about the environment. One survey conducted in 
Beijing suggested that a m吋ority of respondents had a c1ear 
understanding of the "preciousness" of the natural environment, the 
limitations of natural resources, the limited capacity of the earth to 
absorb waste, and the effects of population and lifestyle on the 
environment.39 Beijing respondents had a "clear and strong" sense 
of environmental responsibility, and they often fe1t a sense of 
urgency to protect the environment.40 University students in Beijing 
are environmentally conscious and recognize that environmental 
degradation in China is a serious problem. 41 Most residents of 
Shanghai believe that the environment is the greatest challenge 
facing the world in the twenty-first century.42 Similarly, most people 
in Hangzhou 也ink that environmental pollution and environmental 
protection are issues requiring 叮gent attention.43 In Hubei, most 
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respondents placed environmental protection among the top three 
most important issues faced by the people of Hubei Province, with 
17.6 percent ofrespondents placing it firs t.44 In Panyu, 45 percent of 
residents surveyed were very worried that environmental pollution 
would harm their health.45 
Environmental issues take on varying degrees of importance in 
Chinese people's minds. Sometimes respondents to surveys give it 
very high priority. For example, in a 1996 survey by Peking 
University's Humanities Cen仕e， respondents told pollsters that 
environmental pollution was of the greatest seriousness in China.46 
Alternatively, a survey conducted in 1998-99 showed that 
environmental protection ranked fifth among issues of greatest 
concem to Chinese respondents.47 More reflective of recent a位itudes ，
a 1999 survey report on environmental consciousness in China 
indicated that the public's concem about environmental problems is 
not as high as other important social and economic problems.48 A 
2003 survey by the China Statistical Administration found that the 
issues of greatest concem for Chinese were "demoralization," job 
lay-of品 corruption， social security, education, income and 
housing.49 Similarly, a recent survey of Chinese officials found that 
they mirrored public attitudes: the environment was not among their 
greatest concems.50 It seems evident that in the midst of its ongoing 
transition to a largely (de facto if not de jure) unregulated capitalist 
economy, there are many other issues on people's minds in addition 
to environmental changes, and those issues are frequently viewed as 
being of greater importance or urgency. 
nu l 
Environmental Priorities 
When people do care greatly about the environment, which issues 
are most important to them? Based on a variety of surveys, one can 
conclude that the most important environmental problems for the 
Chinese people are those that are closest to them or that most 
directly affect them, such as sanitation. Those that are least 
important are "distant" issues, such as ecosystem-wide problems, 
notably global warming. For example, a govemment survey found 
that in the late 1990s the greatest environmental concems were air 
and water pollution: 26.6 percent of city residents and 30 .3 percent 
of villagers were concemed about water pollution, with the ratio for 
air pollution being 29 .4 percent and 23.9 respectively.51 SEPA has 
argued that the Chinese people have "daily-life environmental 
consciousness" surrounding water and air pollution. 52 A 2002 
survey regarding the most important environmental problems found 
that environmental priorities were ranked first by respondents as 
follows: water pollution, 71 percent, air pollution, 60.7 percent, and 
domestic waste pollution, 50.2 percent.53 Xi, Fan and Deng argue 
that the top four most serious environmental problems are seen to be 
water pollution, air pollution, noise and solid waste.54 Insufficient 
green space in urban areas and "public area pollution" (e.g., garbage, 
spitting and smoking) were also viewed as very serious problems in 
people's minds. 55 According to Xi, Fan and Deng, "Apparently, 
these problems are all problems people encounter in their everyday 
lives. Other, more remote problems, such as worsened biodiversity, 
shrinking cultivated land, deforestation, desertification, and sea 
pollution, are excluded from the priority list for environmental 
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protection. ,,56 One thing that comes out of many surveys is that 
people may tend to conf1ate environmental protection and sanitation 
issues, with 34.8 percent of respondents doing so in one survey.57 
Consequently, expressions of sweeping environmental concem may 
o丘en be merely worries about very localized problems. 
Surveys of public attitudes in different parts of China reinforce 
these findings . Among their environmental concems, according to 
Jun Tang, Beijing respondents care most about air and water 
pollution.58 According to another survey, most Beijing residents are 
concemed about the problems of sewage treatment and pollution.59 
A survey of residents of Hangzhou in Zhejiang Province shows th剖
the environmental problems they are most concemed about are noise 
and water pollution.60 Most of these people hold the opinion that 
lack of 企esh air and quiet surroundings are the major environmental 
concems. These same people also believe that air pollution, 
unnecessary water use and domestic waste are important 
environmental problems. 61 In Hubei province, the environmental 
issues of greatest concem to people are air and water pollution and 
rubbish.62 Shanghai people care most about air pollution, city green 
space, water quality and noise. 63 Residents of Panyu care about 
environmental issues related to their daily life, but relatively few 
know or are concemed about issues removed 企om their daily life, 
especially global issues (e.g. , global warming).64 Garbage is viewed 
as a serious problem by nearly 60 percent of residents in both 
Beijing and Shanghai.65 In addition, large majorities of people in 
Beijing and Shanghai believe that biodiversity, pollution from 
pesticides and deforestation are serious problems.66 However, in 
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Beijing and Shanghai, fewer people believe that dust storms (42 
percent) (which 的 common in Beijing and other parts of China), 
desertification (38 percent) and ocean pollution (38 percent) are 
serious problems.67 In con仕ast to Panyu, 62 percent of respondents 
in these cities think that global warming is a serious problem.68 
University students in Beijing also regard water pollution, soil 
erosion and air pollution as the most urgent environmental problems 
in China.69 That some urban residents place such high emphasis on 
somewhat broader ecological issues suggests that their education has 
enabled them to distinguish between questions of sanitation and the 
built environment, on the one hand, and the wider natural 
environment on the other. 
With these and other findings in mind, broadly speaking we 
might say that the Chinese public's environmental concems are 
primarily focused on water and air pollution, at least insofar as they 
relate to daily life or sanitary problems. With the exception of some 
survey data of urban university students, the Chinese show 
substantial indifference to the broader ecological environment, as 
reflected in minimal understanding and limited concem about issues 
such as stratospheric ozone depletion and global warming,70 and 
even university students tend to discount the danger of global 
warming.71 The upshot is that Chinese people usually express great 
concem primarily about "environmental" problems and pollution 
impacted upon and created by their daily lives. Global 
environmental threats (e.g. , global warming and ozone depletion) are 
not embedded in people's minds as urgent environmental problems. 
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Environmental Protection vs. Economic Development 
For most of the last two-plus decades, Chinese leaders have argued 
that environmental protection is important, but not as important or 
necessa旬的 economic development and improvement in living 
standards. The man仕a 企om Deng Xiaoping and his successors has 
been that "getting rich is glorious."n Lin Gan has argued 也at the 
government cares about the environment only when intemational 
funds or technological assistance are on offer. 73 Nevertheless, 
Chinese leaders have acknowledged that there are important 
connections between environmental protection and economic 
development. In 1992 then Premier Li Peng signed the Framework 
Convention on Climate Change, saying, "Economic development 
must be harmonized with environmental protection. Environmental 
problems should be tackled with a view of the present, practical 
interests of different nations as well as the long-term interests of the 
world. ,,74 In 1995 he told the National People's Congress to follow 
the policy of environmental protection, and in 1997 President Jiang 
Zemin declared that pressures on the environment caused by 
overpopulation and economic development were harming the 
country (Tse峙， 1999, p383). Current Premier Wen Jiabao has 
invoked the need for environmentally sustainable development, 
saying that "environmental pollution is one kind of barrier to 
economic development in China." 75 
Despite these high-level pronouncements in favour of 
environmentally sustainable development, Chinese officials still give 
highest priority to economic development per se and pay relatively 
little attention to ecological problems. 76 The view of Chinese 
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officials is clearly ambivalent. On one hand, they argue that 
economic development will increase the capacity for environmental 
protection; on the other, they re臼se to make environmental 
protection one of their highest priorities.77 In a survey to ascertain 
Chinese officials' attitudes on climate change policy, many argued 
that economic development has priority over addressing climate 
change, and that China should not share any concrete responsibilities 
to do anything on this topic before it becomes a developed coun甘y.78
Xu Guiheng argues that many Chinese cadres have very poor 
environmental awareness, instead thinking only about economic 
growth.79 As Xu points out, Chinese officials' success in their posts 
is measured by the local economic growth rate, not by the amount of 
environmental protection. Environmental protection is perceived to 
be a long-term goal that is harder to attain than economic growth. 
Consequently, according to Xu, Chinese cadres usually stress the 
priority of economic stability and growth while largely neglecting 
environmental pollution. What is more, local governments and 
industrial enterprises are allies because local taxes derive in large 
part from local industry, which are the greatest sources of 
pollution.80 Thus there is every incentive for local officials to ignore 
indus仕ial pollution as much as possible, possibly even viewing 
pollution as a sign of economic progress or success. 
Perhaps the ambivalent views of apparatchiks have contributed 
to the views of Chinese citizens. Nearly one-third of Chinese people 
surveyed have knowledge of the concept of environmentally 
"sustainable development." 81 However, while sustainable 
development is gaining prominence nationally, in many parts of 
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China it remains a low priority relative to economic growth and 
wealth creation. This may explain why 46 percent of Chinese believe 
that economic development was "unavoidably" causing destruction 
to the natural environment. 82 A survey by SEP A suggests that 
Chinese people view local economic development and creation of 
economic infrastructure as being more important than environmental 
protection.83 This was particularly true of people living in the cities 
of semi-arid parts of China, where a higher percentage of people 
held the view that economic development should have priority over 
environmental protection and a m吋ority of those surveyed were 
unwilling to put environmental protection above economic 
development. 84 1n Shanghai, people show more environmental 
awareness: 69.5 percent of them were of the opinion that economic 
development should be coordinated with environmental protection.85 
However, only a quarter of Shanghai respondents were of the 
opinion that "environmental protection was more important than 
economic development."“ 1n contra泣， one survey in Zhengzhou of 
Henan province found 也at "When conflict occurred between 
economic development and environmental protection, a majority of 
residents can give first consideration to environmental protection. ,,87 
1n Fujian province, 70 percent of residents surveyed supported 
sacrificing one's convenience to protect the environment. 88 1n Lian 
Yu Gang City, 73 percent of residents were aware that they should 
save electricity for the benefit of the environment, and 77 percent 
were willing to pay for domestic sewage charges. 89 However, 
signalling where future elites place economic development per se, 
more than half of Beijing University students (53.7 percent) ranked 
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"promote economic development" and "maintain economic stability" 
as the most important developmental objectives in China.90 Only 11 
percent of those students chose "protect the environment" 的 their
first priority.91 
D仿erences in Environmental Attitudes 
What explains the Chinese people's views of the environment? 
Peoples' environmental knowledge, attitudes and values are 
generally associated with their educational hackground, 
socio-economic status (standard of living), where they live (urban vs. 
rural) , personal experiences of their surrounding environment, and 
the amount and type of information they receive 企om the news 
media. Generally speaking, the environmental consciousness of city 
residents is higher than that of villagers戶 The more environmental 
knowledge people have, the stronger their environmental 
consciousness. 93 An environmental consciousness survey report 
compiled in 1999 revealed that the higher a person's education level, 
the more emphasis he or she would place on environmental 
problems.94 Higher education levels and more 企equent newspaper 
reading are two major variables increasing people's understanding of 
problems ranging 企om indoor air pollution to ozone layer 
depletion.95 People who have received a university education have a 
much higher environmental awareness. 96 Age is also a factor; 
teenagers' environmental knowledge is higher than that of old 
people.97 These findings are confirmed by surveys of people in the 
cities of Chongqing and Beijing. The survey in Chongqing showed a 
correlation between environmental awareness and educational level, 
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and confirmed that in areas with higher standards of living people 
had higher expectations of environmental quality.98 According to a 
2000 survey of Beijing residents, the higher the educational level of 
respondents, the lower their satisfaction with environmental 
conditions in the city. 99 Working in government raises 
environmental awareness; people who work in government 
organizations had the highest environmental awareness level in a 
survey 企om the late 1990s. IOO 
Environmental Attitudes of People in Hong Kong and Taiwan 
Differences - and similarities - in environmental attitudes among 
Chinese people on the Mainland are also reflected in Hong Kong and 
Taiwan, which have been highly developed for longer periods. As 
even the government of the Hong Kong Special Administration 
Region of China acknowledges, the environment there has been 
substantially degraded and is in a poor state, often as a result of 
indus仕ial and commercial activities. 101 (Anyone who has spent 
much time in Hong Kong is familiar with its very dirty air and has 
seen rafts of rubbish floating in the surrounding sea.) Possibly as a 
consequence of this, Hong Kong people are concemed about 
environmental issues, with an "overwhelming majority" of them 
believing that Hong Kong's environmental problems are "very 
serious or veηr urgent.,, 102 Hong Kong people believe that there is a 
"c1ose relationship in which the welfare of human beings and nature 
is intertwined，川03 with most agreeing that environmental damage 
has negative consequences for themselves.104 However, although in 
surveys a1most all Hong Kong people express concem about the 
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environment, environmental protection does not have a very high 
position in their minds, and most people believe that Hong Kong 
people generally are "not very concemed about the environment." 105 
Hong Kong residents also believe that both government officials and 
private corporations are not concerned with environmental 
protection.106 
The primary "environmental" concerns ofHong Kong people are 
water quality, air pollution and sanitation (i.e., li位ering).107 "Visual 
pollution" and noise from automotive traffic are also major 
concerns.
108 At least among Hong Kong students at the primary and 
the secondary levels, there is significant environmental education 
that has enabled these youngsters to acquire knowledge about the 
environment. 109 Julian Chuk-ling Lai and Julia Ta have reported that 
women in Hong Kong are more concerned about the environment 
and the human relationship to it than are men, and they have found 
that older and less educated people view environmental hazards to 
be more threatening than do, for example, more educated people 
who "may base their judgments more on objective knowledge and 
reliable information about the local impact of environment risks. ,, 110 
However, as in most of China, environmental concerns and 
knowledge do not normally 甘anslate into pro-environment 
behaviours. 111 Like on the Mainland, most Hong Kong people 
prioritize economic growth over environmental protection. 112 
According to Yok-shiu Lee, Hong Kong people are "more concerned 
with the fu個re of Hong Kong's economy than environmental 
protection in Hong Kong; [they believe that] personal affluence will 
lead to a better living environment.川 13
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Tuming to Taiwan, Zhang Mao Fa argues that Taiwan's 
pollution of land, air, and water, and destruction of agricultural 
ecology, have reached very severe levels. 114 One study indicates that 
the environmental awareness of Taiwanese people is high, indeed 
higher than the wor1d at large. 115 A1most all people surveyed in 
Taiwan - 98 .4 percent - agree that "humans must live in harmony 
with nature in order to survive." 116 The greatest environmental 
concems of Taiwanese people are those closest to them, namely, air 
pollution, soil erosion and water pollution. 117 Moreover, Taiwanese 
say they care about ecosystem protection (e.g. , global environmental 
problems) relative to other issues of concem. For example, in a 1999 
social-problems survey, environment pollution ranked fifth and 
nature conservation seventh among other concerns-llBAs one group 
of researchers has observed, "Environmental pollution and natural 
conservation are c1ear1y part of the national agenda in the minds of 
Taiwan respondents. ,, 119 Taiwanese people are also concemed about 
nuc1ear accidents, with 80.9 percent agreeing that the chances of "a 
nuc1ear accident resulting in environmental disaster is increasingly 
very high." 120 Taiwan university students believe that the most 
urgent environmental issues are "air pollution, solid waste disposal 
and water pollution, and the most urgent major global environmental 
issues are ozone depletion, loss of tropical forest, and global 
warming." 121 The level of Taiwanese people's knowledge of global 
environmental issues is very high, with a very large majority of 
people (81 .4 percent) knowing even about global problems like 
c1imate change and the associated intemational agreement known as 
the Kyoto Protocol. 122 When asked what they thought was the "most 
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serious global environmental problem," 42.4 percent of those 
surveyed identified destruction of the ozone. 123 
ln Taiwan, people have a relatively high level of environmental 
participation, with 77 percent saying that they never litter and 59.3 
percent saying that they reuse plastic bags. 124 Furthermore, the 
Taiwanese say they are willing to "pay taxes to address pollution and 
natural conservation." 125 Over 80 percent of Taiwan University 
students gave environmental protection a greater priority than 
economic development, and generally the environmental 
participation of Taiwan's university students is very high, with (for 
example) 87 percent of students saying that they separate rubbish for 
recyc1ing. 126 Environment even figures into the voting decisions 
Taiwanese people, something much less salient in Hong Kong and 
usually impossible on the Mainland. Many people in Taiwan (46.1 
percent) agree that a candidate's environmental policy will influence 
their voting decisions. 127 Having said 也is ， the environment remains 
m a very poor state. 
Participation, Consumption and Governance 
lndividuals are of course not the only actors involved in harming or 
protecting the natural environment. They operate in conjunction with 
government and industry, with the latter often having greater adverse 
impacts overall. 128 TUIτling back to Mainland China, many surveys 
show Chinese people "double-dealing" when it comes to 
environmental behaviour; that is, they often do not act in ways that 
coincide with their expressed sentiments. This may be largely due to 
the belief among Chinese people that it is the responsibility of 
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govemment to prevent pollution in local industrial enterprises. As 
the model of "fragmented authoritarianism" would suggest,129 the 
Chinese people cannot easily influence policy making in China. Lin 
Gan argues that "little effort has been made at the [govemmental] 
level to encourage active public involvement in environmental 
protection. ,, 130 This is not surprising given China's political system. 
However, in recent years, Chinese leaders have arguably had an 
increased sensitivity to the opinions of the Chinese people on this 
subject, albeit not in a way comparable to Westem democracies. 131 
What more can we say about public participation in 
environmental protection, including in the context of recent 
strategies to promote so-called "green consumption"? What role does 
govemment play in public attitudes and behaviour toward the 
environment? 
Environment，α1 Participation and "Green Consumption" 
Public participation plays an important role in environmental 
protection. When Chinese people are aware of the significance of 
environmental protection, they may act in ways that are less harmful 
to the environment. Public environmental participation depends in 
large part on environmental values. Many Chinese people say that 
they are aware of environmental issues and even say th剖 theyare
willing to pay for environmental protection. However, they do not 
often "practice what they preach," instead commonly demonstrating 
indifference toward environmental protection. Cui Shu Yi argues 
that only about 8 percent of Mainland Chinese have a 凶gh
"environmental participation ratio. ,, 132 People call for environmental 
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protection, but their interest wanes when it comes to their 
behaviours.133 
Some surveys show that in local areas of Mainland China, 
people seldom act to prevent pollution. "Say much but do less" is 
how Ma Tian Fang describes the environmental value ofresidents in 
Panyu, Guangdong, where 80 percent of residents surveyed said they 
wanted to participate in environmental protection activities. 134 Ma 
argues that while their stated willingness to act in ways that are 
protective of the environment was high, their behaviours did not 
reflect this. 135 Only 29.6 of respondents in Hubei province said they 
chose to willingly participate in environmental protection by doing 
things like plant trees and flowers. 136 In Hangzhou, Zhejiang 
Province, 74.2 percent of respondents to a survey said they viewed 
sanitaη， protection the same as environmental protection, and they 
consequently chose not to litter roads, parks and other public 
spaces. 137 However, Qi Weifeng argues that, in fact, littering in 
public had reached serious proportions in Hangzhou, suggesting that 
people were not accurately describing their behaviours. 138 Li Kun 
Tao argues that the majority of both city and village residents in 
Zhengzhou, Henan Province, show indifference to participating in 
environmental protection. 139 A majority of respondents (62 percent) 
in some semi -arid areas of China said they would not try to persuade 
someone not to destroy 也e environment, and three-quarters (69 
percent) said they do not participate in environmental protection 
activities. 140 
ln recent years, "green consumption" has become more prevalent 
in China. 141 Many Chinese residents in big cities can now choose 
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agricultural products in the supermarket that have not been sprayed 
with pesticide. Increωingly， many agricultural and other products 
sold in China's major cities have an environmental symbol of some 
kind. However, these symbols are much less prevalent in towns and 
villages. According to a survey by SEP A, only about 25 percent of 
the public would consider environmental factors when shopping, 142 
although (paradoxically) 63.5 percent of people would choose 
"green" products and 35 percent people said that 也ey would pay 
higher prices when shopping in order to promote environmental 
protection. 143 Cui Shuyi argues that 70 percent of Chinese people 
will pay for environmental protection. 144 In one "green 
consumption" survey, almost 79 percent of people surveyed said that 
they would consider environmental factors when shopping. 145 The 
"green consumption value" of Shanghai residents is relatively high; 
most Shanghainese say that they are willing to pay for 
environmental protection. 146 In Hubei province, 47.6 percent of 
survey respondents say they are willing to accept higher prices for 
products or services for the sake of protecting the environment, 
while only 16.8 percent of people are not willing to do SO.147 In 
semi-arid areas surveyed, 61.7 percent of respondents say they 
would be willing to pay higher prices for the p叮pose of 
environmental protection.148 But in Zhengche, 62 percent of people 
were unwilling to pay more for the purposes of environmental 
protection.149 In Fujian province, 28.6 percent of residents had no 
Hgreen-consumption consciousness-H150 
These data show that many Chinese people are at least 
expressing a substantial willingness to consider environmental issues 
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when shopping. Of course, actions rarely fully reflect these 
expressed sentiments, and most Chinese have little choice about 
products, opting for those that are the least expensive simply because 
they are too poor to consider anything but the low-price products, 
regardless of their (known or unknown) environmental impacts. 
Similar to this expressed public support for environmental protection 
that is often not coincident with action toward that end, industry 
managers increasingly express support for the environment. Gerald 
Fryxell and Carlos Lo ar耳le that "Chinese managers profess 
relatively strong environmental values. Chinese managers reported 
high levels of adherence to various environmental ethics. Most 
Chinese managers support environmental initiatives if given an 
appropriate opportunity." 151 Yet, industries continue to pollute. 
However, even industry officials cannot bear all the blame, 
especially given their very close relationship with government 
officials. 
The Chinese Government's Role in Environmental Participation 
As 1 have pointed out elsewhere, the Chinese government 
recognized environmental problems even fifty years ago. 152 
However, into the 1970s it argued officially that, as a socialist 
country, China did not have environmental problems. By the 1980s, 
increasing damage to China's natural environment and adverse 
environmental impacts on economic development led to greater 
government concem. 1n 1982 this concem was reflected with a 
rewriting of the Chinese Constitution, which subsequently pledged 
to "protect the environment and natural resources by controlling 
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pollution and its societal impact, ensure the sensible use of natural 
resources, and safeguard ' rare animals and plants." 153 In the 
following years environmental preservation was dec1ared one of 
China's basic national policies and by the end of the 1980s China 
started its first major campaigns to fight pollution. 154 During the 
same period, the government instituted new laws in the areas of solid 
waste, noise, air and water pollution, and by the mid 1990s the 
government was becoming more serious about environmental issues, 
with state leaders expressing their concem.155 By the late 1990s 也e
cen甘al government was allocating substantial-albeit grossly 
inadequate-funds to environmental and resource protection. 156 
It can hardly be overstated how great a role government plays in 
environmental protection and related public attitudes and values in 
China. As Lin Gan argues, the Chinese government tightly controls 
environmental management: "The Chinese system of environmental 
protection basically applies a 'top-down' management approach, with 
poor feedback mechanisms. ,, 157 As a consequence of this system, 
which "mirrors powerful hierarchies in traditional, 
communist-con仕olled and contemporaηChinese society,,, 158 most 
Chinese people believe that government should take most of the 
responsibility for environmental protection. Lin attributes the low 
environmental participation of Chinese people to the Chinese 
govemment, which restricts public participation in environmental 
action and controls information. 159 This strict control has decreased 
over the last decade, but the govemment remains a potential obstacle 
to raising public awareness and action on environmental issues. It 
also does not help that people see local officials involved in co叮upt
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avoidance of environmental regulations, often in collaboration with 
local industry.160 ln con仕a泣， the government can serve as a potent 
catalyst for environmental protection when it wants to and when it is 
coordinated in its actions, as demonstrated by its response to floods 
and other natural disasters. lndeed, the government has started to 
encourage the public to become more active in environmental 
protection, 161 and it has sometimes responded to complaints about 
environmental and environment-related issues 企om the public (e.g. , 
noise and sanitation).162 
The upshot is that insofar as people expect the govemment to 
address environmental problems, they do not view them as issues 
that they can or even should be addressing individually and at 也e
community level. 1日 Residents of Panyu say in surveys that the 
government should take the most responsibility for environmental 
protection. 164 Reflecting this sentiment, Li Ningning argues that 
Chinese people believe that protecting the environment is mainly the 
government's responsibility.165 ln Hubei province, 43.6 percent of 
people surveyed agreed that the Chinese government should take the 
active and most important role in environmental protection, 166 個d
Beijing residents agreed that government, rather than individuals, 
should have the main responsibility for environmental protection. 167 
Even 43 percent of university students in Beijing seem to believe 
that local governments should be responsible for cleaning up 
pollution. 168 Older people tend to see environmental issues as 
problems for the government to solve, even as younger people say 
that individuals should share this responsibility with government. 169 
The government also still has ultimate con甘01 over the media and its 
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major messages, although there has been considerable loosening 
regarding many "non-political" issues, including environmental 
concerns. This impacts environmental concern and participation on 
the part of the public, which now receives most of its environmental 
messages 企om the media. 
Conclusion 
This essay has summarized some findings on Chinese environmental 
attitudes and priorities, based largely on Chinese survey data reports. 
Some of the survey data is sketchy and even contradictory, but an 
overall picture does emerge and some observations are justified. 
Such observations are important for the purpose of understanding the 
state of attitudes even toward issues like global warming and climate 
change, and for better ascertaining the necessary steps for perhaps 
shifting those attitudes in a direction that, while probably not turning 
the tide of pollution in China, might at least mitigate it and give 
society more time to make changes and adopt pro-environmental 
technologies wherever possible. 
Knowledge. Particularly in Mainland China, knowledge of 
ecology and environmental issues is limited outside major urban 
areas and areas with good education, although it has been increasing 
in recent decades due to education campaigns and media coverage. 
For most Chinese, the environment is mostly an issue of sanitation 
and health. There is still too little understanding of how human 
behaviour affects the environment and especially about global 
environmental issues. People often do not realize that their own 
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actions are causing environmental harm. The exceptions are of 
course among more educated people. People say that they want to 
know more about the environment to help them make better 
judgments about it. Indeed, all indications are that basic ecological 
and environmental knowledge is a prerequisite for attitudes and 
behaviours that are less harmful to the environment, be it local or 
global. The most obvious implication is to reaffirm what many 
Chinese environmentalists and educationalists know: basic education, 
encompassing ecological issues, is a priority. 
Attitudes. Here we are interested in people's stated or expressed 
dispositions. Different kinds of people - rural-urban, young-old, less 
educated-more educated, poor-affluent - have different attitudes 
toward the environment. More educated, affluent and urbanized 
people have more pro-environmental attitudes. Attitudes are directed 
toward different problems: first to domestic issues (sanitation, 
drinking water, indoor pollution), then to local issues (water and air 
pollution), on to national issues (acid rain, desertification, 
deforestation), and - most rarely - to global issues (ozone depletion 
and climate change). The vast majority of Chinese are concemed 
about their home environment and perhaps their neighbourhood, but 
not the surrounding area, often not beyond their most immediate 
surroundings. In short, Chinese people say they care about 
environmental problems that affect them very directly and most 
immediately. Environmental education that makes clear to people 
the connections between their own behaviour and environmental 
health, and the importance for them of protecting the global 
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environment, is therefore justified. 
Values. With regard to values - ranked a位itudes， preferences and 
justifications for thinking and action - how valuable is the 
environment per se and relative to other things that are valuable to 
Chinese people? The Chinese have an ins甘umental view of nature: 
the environment exists for the benefit of people. Aesthetic and 
ethical valuations of the environment and nature are very low among 
the Chinese ( despite longstanding philosophical 甘aditions
suggesting otherwise ).170 The environmental is seldom people's first 
priority. Instead, poverty alleviation, economic development, 
economic growth and wealth creation (Deng Xiaoping's "ge社mg
rich") are most important in the Chinese mind. Other valuable goals, 
such as social s臼bility， are also important to people. People do have 
some willingness to decide in favour of the environment, at least 
attitudinally, and they state some willingness to pay for 
environmental protection. When asked about the relative importance 
of economic development versus environmental protection, the split 
is roughly 50-50 in favour of one over the other; that 函， attitudes are 
ambivalent. However, the overall sense of environmental 
responsibility is low; people are generally not concemed enough or 
bothered enough to accept personal responsibility for environmental 
protection. Instead, they expect others (i.e., government) to take care 
of environmental protection. This arguably calls for, above all else, 
enνironmentally sustainable development without the current 
Faustian bargain of economic growth at the expense of 
environmental and human health. 
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Behαviour. Mirroring their values somewhat, Chinese people's 
environmental behaviour is ambivalent - at best. While people often 
express concern about environmental conditions and even say they 
are willing to act to protect the environment, this does not often 
coincide with their behaviour, which is normally not favourable to 
the environment. Benefits to oneself are essential for most people's 
awareness of environmental issues and stated concem about them to 
be translated into personal action. People will generally choose 
immediate comfort and convenience over environmental protection, 
especially if there is any significant economic cost associated with 
pro-environmental behaviour (e.g., buying green products). Even the 
simplest actions are resisted; less than half the Chinese people in 
most areas will choose not to litter. More educated and affluent 
people, despite having more knowledge of ecology and expressing 
concern about the environment and willingness to protect 祉， are not 
much more willing to act in pro-environmental ways than are less 
educated people and the poor. Selfishness is the common theme. 
Some Chinese have a saying: People will c1ear the snow from their 
doorstep, but not worry about the snow on their neighbour's roof. 
This summarizes their views on the environment. This suggests, 
combined with education and awareness raising, that serious, 
competent and non-co汀upt government regulation of 
environmentally harmful activities-by people and industry-is 
needed. China already has many of the necessary regulations; now it 
needs to implement them in a serious and fair way. 
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Although this essay is not about other coun仕ies ， it is important 
nevertheless to put the Chinese people and their environmental 
attitudes in relative context. 171 Environmental knowledge is low in 
most developing coun徊的， and it is rarely very high in most 
developed countries. People in other countries also tend to express 
sympathy for environmental protection, but outside a few affluent 
countries (e.g. , some countries in northem and westem Europe) 
people seldom act on these sentiments unless pushed to do so by 
mandated pricing policies, energy taxes and environmental 
regulations. What is more, people in other countries, like the Chinese, 
also tend to be much more concemed about very local environmental 
problems - notably air and water pollution - and much less 
concemed about trans-national and global issues. The Chinese are 
not especially unique in their environmental sentiments and 
behaviour. However, China is still in the beginning stages of what 
may be a long period of major economic growth and change. There 
may still be some time to shift environmental attitudes and 
behaviours, such as those related to the use of energy sources 
contributing to global warming, in a direction that is less harmful 
than the present 甘ajectory portends. The findings described in this 
essay suggest that much has to be done at the basic level of raising 
environmental consciousness and values among the Chinese before 
one can expect them to choose a "green" China over a "brown" one, 
and to act voluntarily and robustIy to limit their contribution to 
global warming and c1imate change - and indeed the a叮ay of other 
environmental problems facing China and the world. 
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